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INTRODUCTION 


The title of this publication; “Ladies and gentlemen, we 
are floating in space.”, is a quote out of the book ‘Sophie’s 
World’ by Jostein Gaarder. In this book, the sentence is 
used by philosophers as a general exclamation to shake 
up man who no longer wonders about his presence in the 
universe. 

“Only philosophers embark on this perilous expedition to the 
outermost reaches of language and existence. Some of them fall 
off hut others cling on desperately and yell at the people nest¬ 
ling deep in the snug softness, stuffing themselves with delicious 
food and drink. ‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ they yell, ‘we are floating 
in space!’ But none of the people down there care .” 1 

Stumbling upon this sentence above made me realize the 
insignificance of the human being in the universe. Further 
research brought me to the book ‘The Myth of Sisyphus’ by 
Albert Camus 2 . In this non-fictional book he writes about 
his own philosophy: Absurdism. This book resonated in 
such a strong way with my own thoughts and feelings that 
I felt compelled to summarize this book. With this publication 
I wish to share this recap with you as I have a strong belief 
it is still quite relevant. My hope is you will feel as much 
liberated as I was when first reading this text. 

Samuel Vanderveken, 2012 

1 See Annex 1 for the full context of this quote. 

2 Editions Gallimard, Paris, 1942, Second Edition 1985,163 pages 



ABSURDISM AS A PHILOSOPHICAL MOVEMENT 


Absurdists believe man has since time immemorial been 
trying to unravel the meaning of the universe and discover 
the logic of his existence, even if any endeavour in this 
respect is entirely useless. The world is indeed irrational 
and cannot be grasped through human logic. Investigation 
into the essential - existential - questions of existence 
traditionally leads to two possible outcomes: either it is 
concluded that life has no meaning, or it is attempted to 
artificially (for instance through religion) fill this vacuum. 
This realization brings people to a difficult philosophical 
question: “Should we take life seriously, or might we just as 
well commit suicide?” Because people have an instinctive 
aversion to violent death, the first option is usually chosen, 
which explains, according to the absurdists, the desire for a 
religious interpretation of life. 

Camus, however, suggests another option: accept the idea 
that life has no real meaning, yet continue to live just the 
same. People who choose this third option are, according to 
Camus, absurd heroes. In his book “The Myth of Sisyphus” 
he describes three examples of people with this attitude 
towards life: the Rebel, the Artist and Don Juan. 3 

Further on, I will elaborate on the artist as an absurd hero, 
as described by Camus. But first I will limit myself to the 
question of who, generally speaking, this absurd man is. 4 


3 Source: Wikipedia 

4 The subsequent text is composed of quotations from the book ‘The Myth of Sisyphus’ by 
A. Camus. 



ABSURD MAN 







Absurd man recognizes that the world 
as yet does not make sense. 


He does not know whether this world has a meaning that 
transcends it. But he knows that he does not know its 
meaning and can, as yet, not possibly know it. What is the 
meaning of the world to him, if it lies outside his existence? 
Whatever is not expressed in human terms , he cannot 
understand. He can understand tangible, material things. 
And he also knows that these two certainties, his hunger 
for the absolute and for unity and the impossibility to 
reduce the world to a rational and reasonable principle, can 
never be reconciled with each other. It is precisely the opacity 
and strangeness of the world that is absurd. 




Absurd man exists in this world as a rebel. 


The absurd is essentially a contradiction. It does not exist 
in man, or in the world, but originates in their mutual 
presence. It arises from the confrontation between what 
man desires and the irrational silence of the world. This 
conflict, this rupture between the world and his mind, is 
essentially determined by the fact that he is aware of it. 

If he were a tree among trees, a cat among animals, his 
life would have a meaning or rather, his problem would 
be irrelevant because it would be part of the world. Then 
he would be the world he now resists with his whole con¬ 
sciousness and everything in him that longs for something 
familiar. His ridiculous reason is the cause of his rebellion 
against the whole of creation. 

Through this revolt, life is given meaning. When a person 
remains defiant their entire life, existence, as such, regains 
its eminence. For someone without blinders on, there is no 
sight more beautiful than the spirit struggling with a reality 
that transcends it. 

Through his consciousness and rebellion, man refuses to 
submit to his fate. The point is to die without being recon¬ 
ciled with one’s fate, and not because one necessarily wants 
to. The only thing absurd man can do is to entirely exhaust 
both the possibilities of his existence and himself. The 
absurd is a state of extreme tension, a condition which man 
continually tries to maintain as a lone individual, because 
he knows that his consciousness and his daily sustained 
revolt are proof of his only truth: the absurd is a challenge 
for him. 



FEET DEEP 




Absurd man does not cling to certainties. 


Absurd man is asked to jump. The only answer he can give 
is that he does not understand why he should, that there is 
no obvious reason for it. Absurd man will only do exactly 
that which he fully understands. He is told that he is guilty 
of pride, but he does not understand what sin means; it is 
claimed that hell awaits him but in his mind he is unable to 
imagine what this strange future might be. He could lose 
eternal life, but that means nothing to him. He is asked to 
plead guilty, but he does not feel guilty. All his actions are 
justified by his innocence. In this way, he asks of himself 
only to live with the things he knows, to make do with 
reality and not base his thinking on anything that is not 
certain. Then he is told that nothing is certain. This is the 
certainty he has to deal with: he wants to know whether it 
is possible to live without relying on anything. 





Absurd man is unconditionally free 
to do whatever he wants. 


In fact, he is not interested in whether or not man is free. 
He could only experience his own freedom. If one wants 
to know whether man is free one has to find out whether 
he can tolerate a master. He cannot understand what the 
freedom, granted to him by a ‘higher being’, might imply. 
He has lost his sense of hierarchy. He can then only see 
freedom the way a prisoner or a contemporary individual 
who is a citizen of the one or other state might. The only 
freedom he knows is the freedom of thought and action. 
Now, through the absurd notion of finite life, all his chances 
of eternal freedom have become destroyed, but instead he 
is unconditionally free to do and be whatever he wants. 
Robbed of his hopes and future, man is able to do whatever 
he wants. 

When man regains his conscious experience of existence 
and awakens from the daily slumber he has fallen into, 
these become the first steps towards absurd freedom. To 
throw oneself into this unfathomable certainty, to face 
one’s own life like a stranger in order to enrich it and 
consider it in its entirety, is the principle of his deliverance. 
Absurd man stands indifferent toward the future, he wants 
to experience every moment of his life in a passionate 
manner. The absurd provides clarity on this point: there is 
no tomorrow. Henceforth this is the reason why he is truly 
free. 





Absurd man refuses to resign himself to the absurd. 


When he takes the absurd logic to the extreme, he must 
recognize that this struggle implies that he must foster no 
hope (which has nothing to do with despair), must con¬ 
tinually refuse to accept the absurd (which should not be 
confused with denial) and must be consciously dissatisfied 
(which should not be considered as youthful restlessness). 
Everything that negates, conceals, or subtly changes these 
necessary conditions (in the first place the agreement that 
destroys the contradiction), ruins the absurd and detracts 
from the attitude one may take. The absurd only makes 
sense if one does not resign oneself to it. When the absurd 
is recognized and accepted, when man resigns himself to it, 
it is no longer the absurd. 




Absurd man cannot explain the absurd, 
only describe it. 

Man has a hunger to understand and explain. When he is 
unable to do so, and this is the very occasion where the ab¬ 
surd is born, this occurs precisely at the very meeting point 
of our effective but limited reason and the ever resurgent 
irrational. When man at such a moment becomes aware of 
the absurd, this does not necessarily imply that he can also 
understand it. The sense of the absurd forms the basis of 
this concept, and nothing more. It is not encapsulated in this 
concept, except during the brief moment when a judgment 
is pronounced over the world. It can, from then on, not 
stand still. It lives, that is to say, it is to die or continue to 
resound. 

Absurd man recognizes that he must fight, has no absolute 
aversion to reason, and makes a place for the absurd. His 
gaze contains every aspect of the human experience. 

For absurd man, it is no longer a question of providing an 
explanation and a solution, but of having an experience 
and describing it. 




Absurd man wants to live as much as possible. 


The belief in the absurd does not mean that it is the quality 
of his experience that matters, but rather the quantity. If 
he manages to convince himself that life is utterly absurd, 
if he feels that a balance is created through the constant 
contradictions between his conscious revolt and the darkness 
in which it takes place, when he realizes that his freedom 
only makes sense in the light of his limited future, then he 
must realize that it is not about living as well as possible, 
but as much as possible. 

A person’s moralities, their scale of values, acquire significance 
through the quantity and variety of the experiences they have 
had. 

This means to first and foremost face the world as often as 
possible. 

From an objective standpoint, the world always offers two 
people, both with the same life span, equal chances to have 
experiences. The amount of experiences we effectively have 
does not depend on the circumstances in our lives, but only 
on ourselves. My life, my revolt, my freedom, being con¬ 
scious as much as possible, means to live, to live as much 
as possible. To be constantly aware to be living in a present 
that is relentlessly careening forward, that is the ideal of 
absurd man. 



THE ABSURD CREATION 





The absurd artist is someone who knows how to live 


He begins with knowing, and then his whole existence is 
aimed at crossing, enlarging, and enriching the island he 
has landed on, and where no future awaits him. But first he 
must know. For the discovery of the absurd coincides with 
a period of rest in which future passions are developed and 
justified. 

In this context, a great artist is someone who knows how 
to live, because life here means both having experiences and 
thinking about them. In his work, the artist can maintain 
his consciousness and record his adventures. Creation 
means living twice. 

There is a certain relationship between the experiences an 
artist has in his life and the work in which these are reflected. 
It is good if a work shows only a fragment of an experience, 
one that remains unspoken but whose wealth can be 
presumed. 





The absurd artist colours emptiness 


To work and create “for nothing”, to know that one’s work 
has no future, to realise that, in a single day, it is destroyed 
in the mind, and that this in essence is no more meaningful 
than to build for centuries, that is the painful wisdom 
justified by absurd thinking. To simultaneously fulfil, deny, 
and glorify these two tasks, that is the road the absurd 
artist must follow. He must give the void its colours. 








The absurd work of art is meaningless 


An artwork is created when the mind has renounced to 
cerebrate that which is concrete. The mind resists the 
temptation to bestow a deeper meaning upon what is 
described, which as it well knows, is not warranted. The 
artwork embodies a drama of the mind, but provides only 
indirect evidence. To create an absurd artwork, an artist 
has to be aware of these limitations. In absurd art, that 
which is concrete has no further meaning. A life is not 
given purpose and meaning through it and the artwork 
cannot offer any consolation. 

When, in the case of the artwork, the commandments of 
the absurd are not observed, when it does not make visible 
the separation and the revolt, when it indulges in illusions 
and evokes hope, then it is no longer useless. The viewer 
is then no longer able to detach from it. In it, he can find 
something that gives meaning to his life. 

It does not make any difference whether one creates or 
not. The absurd artist is not attached to his work. He could 
abandon it - and sometimes does. 




The work of the absurd artist is in 
a constant state of becoming 


A deep thought is in a constant state of becoming, fuses 
with the experience of a lifetime and is formed accordingly. 
When one assumes to have arrived at a certain truth and 
is able to prove this, one is proclaiming ideas and ideas are 
the opposite of thought. 

In this way, the uniqueness of the creation of man is 
increasingly strengthened through the many shapes it 
successively assumes. One work complements another, 
improves it or makes it obsolete, even contradicts it. His 
creation does not end with the triumphant and deceptive 
cry of the blind artist who exclaims: “I have said it all”, but 
with the death of the creative man, which brings an end to 
his experience and closes the book of his talent. 
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The absurd work of art gives shape to diversity 


The heart shows that the emotion that overtakes us at 
the sight of the different forms the world can adopt is not 
caused by the deep meaning of that very world, but by the 
variety of these forms. It is useless to give this an explanation, 
but the impression remains and, along with that impression, 
the inexhaustible appeal of a world that always looks different. 
Here it becomes clear what the place of the work of art is. 
Absurd art wavers between the natural and the extraordinary, 
between the individual and the universal, between tragedy 
and banality, between absurdity and logic. These paradoxes 
should be mentioned, these contradictions should be 
strengthened, if the absurd work is to be understood. Every 
form of thinking that abandons (the idea of) oneness, 
glorifies variety. And variety is the domain of art. 



The absurd work of art comes into being 
at the point where thinking ceases 


The absurd work of art shows that the mind surrenders its 
authority and resigns itself to be nothing more than the 
senses that record the apparitions of, and cover with images, 
that which is not reasonable. 

The creation of a work of art and the expression mark 
the point where the absurd passions emerge and rational 
thought ceases. 










The absurd work of art derives its primary meaning 
from the life of his/her creator 


There are artists who, in their work, juxtapose elements. In 
this case, it seems as if there is no relation between them. 

In a way, their works contradict each other. But when they 
are seen together, it is clear that there is a certain order 
between them. Death gives them their final meaning. Thus 
they derive their primary meaning from the life of their 
creator. In this sense, his whole body of work is but a 
collection of failures. But if all these failures retain a similar 
resonance, the creator has managed to reproduce the image 
of his own situation, managed to express the barren secret 
he keeps in his heart. 
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The value of an absurd work of art lies in 
the effort it requires from the artist. 


There is no more effective school of learning when it comes to 
patience and sagacity than creation. It is also an overwhelming 
testimony of the sole dignity of man: his stubborn rebellion 
against the conditions in which he lives, the tenacity of his 
efforts, even if these efforts are considered useless. Creation 
requires an effort that is repeated every day. Creation 
demands self-control, requires an understanding of 
the limits of truth, and implies moderation and strength. 
Creation is a form of asceticism. And all of this ‘for nothing’; 
only to repeat things and not make any progress. But 
perhaps the value of a great work of art lies not as much in 
the artwork itself but rather in the effort it requires of the 
creative man and the opportunity it gives him to exorcise 
his ghosts and come closer to the bare reality. 










Creation reveals the profound uselessness 
of the life of every human being. 


What we demand from the absurd work of art is what we 
demand from absurd man, namely rebellion, freedom, and 
diversity. Then it becomes clear how utterly useless this 
work is. Through this daily effort, in which intellect and 
passion blend together and animate each other, absurd 
man discovers a discipline that is the source of his real 
strength. The dedication this requires, the stubbornness 
and the clear understanding, are in line with the attitude of 
the conqueror. To create means to shape destiny. It is true 
for all these characters that they are at least as much 
determined by their work as the work is determined by 
them. As a last effort, these kindred spirits must detach 
themselves from their undertakings: they must be able to 
admit that their work is impossible; this is how they must 
reveal the profound uselessness of the life of every human 
being. 

This is precisely what makes it easy for them to realise their 
work, much in the way the discovery that life is absurd gave 
them the right to plunge into it without restraint. 

What remains is a fate of which only the outcome is fatal. 
Apart from death, the only fateful event, everything is 
freedom. 




“Today when death and old age are increasingly concealed 
behind euphemisms and comforting baby talk and life is threatened 
with being smothered in the mass consumption of hypnotic 
mechanized vulgarity, the need to confront man with the reality 
of his situation is greater than ever. For the dignity of man lies 
in his ability to face reality in all its senselessness: to accept it 
freely, without fear, without illusions- and to laugh at it .” 1 
- Martin Esslin 


1 Theatre of the absurd, Pelican Books, London, 1968, p 419 









Annex 1 - Fragment from ‘Sofie’s World’ by Jostein Gaarder 

Imagine that one day you are out for a walk in the woods. Sud¬ 
denly you see a small spaceship on the path in front of you. 

A tiny Martian climbs out of the spaceship and stands on the 
ground looking up at you . . . What would you think? Never 
mind, it’s not important. But have you ever given any thought 
to the fact that you are a Martian yourself? It is obviously un¬ 
likely that you will ever stumble upon a creature from another 
planet. We do not even know that there is life on other planets. 
But you might stumble upon yourself one day. You might sud¬ 
denly stop short and see yourself in a completely new light. On 
just such a walk in the woods. I am an extraordinary being, you 
think. I am a mysterious creature. You feel as if you are wak¬ 
ing from an enchanted slumber. Who am I? you ask. You know 
that you are stumbling around on a planet in the universe. But 
what is the universe? If you discover yourself in this manner 
you will have discovered something as mysterious as the Mar¬ 
tian we just mentioned. You will not only have seen a being 
from outer space. You will feel deep down that you are yourself 
an extraordinary being. Do you follow me, Sophie? Let’s do 
another experiment in thought: One morning, Mom, Dad, and 
little Thomas, aged two or three, are having breakfast in the 
kitchen. After a while Mom gets up and goes over to the kitchen 
sink, and Dad—yes, Dad—flies up and floats around under the 
ceiling while Thomas sits watching. What do you think Thomas 
says? Perhaps he points up at his father and says: “Daddy’s fly¬ 
ing!” Thomas will certainly be astonished, but then he very of¬ 
ten is. Dad does so many strange things that this business of a 
little flight over the breakfast table makes no difference to him. 
Every day Dad shaves with a funny machine, sometimes he 
climbs onto the roof and turns the TV aerial—or else he sticks 
his head under the hood of the car and comes up black 


in the face. Now it’s Mom’s turn. She hears what Thomas says 
and turns around abruptly. How do you think she reacts to the 
sight of Dad floating nonchalantly over the kitchen table? She 
drops the jam jar on the floor and screams with fright. She may 
even need medical attention once Dad has returned respectably 
to his chair. (He should have learned better table manners by 
now!) Why do you think Thomas and his mother react so differ¬ 
ently? It all has to do with habit. (Note this!) Mom has learned 
that people cannot fly. Thomas has not. He still isn’t certain 
what you can and cannot do in this world. 

But what about the world itself, Sophie? Do you think it can 
do what it does? The world is also floating in space. Sadly it 
is not only the force of gravity we get used to as we grow up. 

The world itself becomes a habit in no time at all. It seems as 
if in the process of growing up we lose the ability to wonder 
about the world. And in doing so, we lose something central— 
something philosophers try to restore. For somewhere inside 
ourselves, something tells us that life is a huge mystery. This 
is something we once experienced, long before we learned to 
think the thought. To be more precise: Although philosophical 
questions concern us all, we do not all become philosophers. 

For various reasons most people get so caught up in everyday 
affairs that their astonishment at the world gets pushed into 
the background. (They crawl deep into the rabbit’s fur, snuggle 
down comfortably, and stay there for the rest of their lives.) 

To children, the world and everything in it is new, something 
that gives rise to astonishment. It is not like that for adults. 
Most adults accept the world as a matter of course. This is 
precisely where philosophers are a notable exception. A phi¬ 
losopher never gets quite used to the world. To him or her, the 
world continues to seem a bit unreasonable—bewildering, 
even enigmatic. Philosophers and small children thus have an 
important faculty in common. You might say that throughout 


his life a philosopher remains as thin-skinned as a child. So 
now you must choose, Sophie. Are you a child who has not yet 
become world-weary? Or are you a philosopher who will vow 
never to become so? If you just shake your head, not recogniz¬ 
ing yourself as either a child or a philosopher, then you have 
gotten so used to the world that it no longer astonishes you. 
Watch out! You are on thin ice. And this is why you are receiv¬ 
ing this course in philosophy, just in case. I will not allow you, 
of all people, to join the ranks of the apathetic and the indiffer¬ 
ent. I want you to have an inquiring mind. The whole course is 
free of charge, so you get no money back if you do not complete 
it. If you choose to break off the course you are free to do so. 

In that case you must leave a message for me in the mailbox. 

A live frog would be eminently suitable. Something green, at 
least, otherwise the mailman might get scared. To summarize 
briefly: A white rabbit is pulled out of a top hat. Because it is an 
extremely large rabbit, the trick takes many billions of years. All 
mortals are born at the very tip of the rabbit’s fine hairs, where 
they are in a position to wonder at the impossibility of the 
trick. But as they grow older they work themselves ever deeper 
into the fur. And there they stay. They become so comfortable 
they never risk crawling back up the fragile hairs again. Only 
philosophers embark on this perilous expedition to the outer¬ 
most reaches of language and existence. Some of them fall off, 
but others cling on desperately and yell at the people nestling 
deep in the snug softness, stuffing themselves with delicious 
food and drink. “Ladies and gentlemen,” they yell, “we are float¬ 
ing in space!” But none of the people down there care. “What a 
bunch of troublemakers!” they say. And they keep on chatting: 
Would you pass the butter, please? How much have our stocks 
risen today? What is the price of tomatoes? Have you heard 
that Princess Di is expecting again? 










